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The bird hung in the air above the river. It was so low that Luke could see it clearly, a big nuggetty bird with strong talons and a curving beak. Its feathers were beautiful — a lovely chestnut colour on the back and sides, and bright white on the head and breast. The wing-tips were black.

Luke turned to his father. ‘What sort of bird is that?’

His father glanced up and smiled. ‘A kite. A Brahminy kite.’

Luke kept gazing at it. ‘I would have called it an eagle.’

‘Lots of people do — a red-backed sea eagle. That’s its other name.’

‘I’ve never seen one before,’ Luke said.

‘They’re coastal birds. They hunt along the seashores and rivers up here in the Territory.’

The bird lifted one wing slightly and slid off in a long, smooth sweep. They both watched it go.

‘It’ll be back,’ his father said. ‘They range up and down all the time.’

Perhaps the Brahminy kite really caused the accident that happened soon afterwards when the backpacker pitched off the cause-way into the river with the crocodiles. Luke’s father said it was all the backpacker’s fault, but Luke wasn’t so sure. When the bird suddenly swooped overhead again it could have made the walker look up and miss his footing. On the other hand, perhaps Luke’s family were really to blame. They had arrived at the river too late — Luke, his sister Kathy, and his mother and father — and so they found a metre of water racing over the causeway. If they hadn’t miscalculated the time so badly they would have been able to cross the river long before. Then they wouldn’t have met the backpacker at all and there wouldn’t have been an accident.

The river was the East Alligator, and the concrete causeway was the only way of getting across it into Arnhem Land. They had set out from Darwin early that morning in two four-wheel-drives — Luke and his father in the Land Cruiser with the roof rack piled high, and his mother and Kathy in the Range Rover towing a trailer loaded with household gear.

After a short stop at Jabiru they had hurried on to the crossing, but when they arrived there it was clear that someone had made a mistake. The river was up and the water was pouring over the causeway. It was flowing inland.

Luke stared at it. ‘That’s crazy,’ he said. ‘A river doesn’t run backwards.’

His father chuckled. ‘This one does.’

The river was seventy or eighty metres wide, and the water was surging upstream like a mill-race. It swept over the causeway in a swift curve and plunged on furiously. In places there were swirls, eddies and rucked-up patches of foam — signs of danger for foolish or unwary drivers who attempted to cross too soon, with the risk of being swept away.

Luke’s father was apologetic. ‘I must have misread the charts,’ he said.

‘As usual, you were in too much of a hurry,’ Kathy answered.

Her mother agreed with her. ‘In all the hassle, you probably looked up the figures for the coast instead of the causeway.’

Luke didn’t know what they were talking about, but Kathy seemed to understand perfectly well. ‘What’s the time-lag,’ she asked, ‘between here and the coast?’

‘More than four hours.’ Her father stared at the water glumly. ‘We could have avoided this delay if I’d been a bit more careful.’

His wife laughed. ‘That’s what tide-charts are for, you know.’

Slowly the truth began to dawn on Luke. ‘That water’s the tide?’ he asked incredulously.

His father grunted. ‘It certainly is.’

‘But we’re nowhere near the coast.’

‘We’re eighty blooming kilometres from it. That’s just the point.’

Luke was wide-eyed. ‘And the tide takes all that time to get here, right up the river — four hours or so?’

‘Four and a half, actually.’

Luke was still nonplussed. ‘But why doesn’t the fresh water stop it? You’d think it would push the sea back.’

Kathy scoffed. ‘There isn’t any fresh water — not at this time of the year. The river’s dry. Almost, anyway. So the sea can do what it likes.’

It seemed ridiculous, but it was true. Far down at the coast the sea was funnelled regularly into the estuary by the tide and sent racing up the river. Almost a hundred kilometres inland it eventually slowed down and stopped, as the tide level behind it began to fall. Then the whole thing was reversed and the water started to pour out again, back towards the coast. In the end the river bed was almost empty, and the causeway stood up like a wide wall across it, high and dry until the next tide came flooding in. The rise and fall of the water was as regular as a person’s breathing, in and out, in and out.

His father saw the expression on Luke’s face and smiled. ‘Things are a bit different up here, Luke. You’ll soon discover that. And in a few months time everything will be different again. By then, the river could be fifteen kilometres wide, sending millions of tonnes of water down to the sea. Fresh water.’

Luke shook his head. ‘Real crazy.’

‘Not really. Not if you look around you.’

His father was right, of course. A few kilometres away the great scarp of the Arnhem Plateau rose up and ran on and on into the distance like the wall of a huge fortress. In places it was two or three hundred metres high. Behind it the plateau stretched away endlessly — an unbelievably ancient land, worn down and cut into a wild jumble of gorges and ravines. From above, it looked as though a giant had gone berserk with an enormous knife, slashing the rock in a frenzy.

The valleys and watercourses were mainly dry now, and the rivers and falls at the edge of the cliffs were nothing but trickles. But soon the wet season would change all that. The fierce storms of the monsoons would dump flood rains over the whole of Arnhem Land, waking a hundred swirling torrents, filling the lagoons and billabongs, and pouring seas of fresh water across the plains towards the coast.

Luke’s father stood with his hands on his hips, eyeing the river. He glanced at his watch. ‘Well, we’re going to have a long wait,’ he said. ‘Two or three hours at least. Might as well boil the billy.’

His name was Alexander Knott, but he was usually called Knotty for short. He was a government ranger, working with the joint council of the Aboriginal people to protect the great stretch of land between the river and the north coast. He was a tough, strong man, as broad-shouldered as a buffalo. Poachers and illegal shooters didn’t like to tangle with him.

Luke’s mother was Anne Knott, and she was very different — tall and slim and slightly built with a happy laugh, a quick mind and an even quicker tongue. Kathy, who was seventeen, seemed to have taken after her, but Luke was like nobody in particular. He was not quite twelve, and he seemed to be medium in everything: medium build, medium brains, medium mousy hair. He didn’t really like the idea of living in Arnhem Land, even though his father was looking forward to it eagerly, because he had spent a lot of time there earlier in his life and he had come to like the solitude, the silence, the space, the freedom, and the living creatures of that wild country.

‘It’s the last stronghold of the wilderness,’ he used to say. And so when he was invited to take charge of the ranger station way out at Mungadilla he jumped at the chance.

It was a change so great that Luke didn’t even want to think about it — a change from the clear skies of Central Australia, where they’d been living, to the monsoonal tropics of the north; from a busy place like Alice Springs to a lonely outpost in the bush; from harmless skinks no bigger than a finger to monstrous crocodiles five metres long.

‘What are we going to do for the next couple of hours?’ Kathy asked. ‘Knit?’

‘What about a swim?’ Luke joked.

A family of tourists having lunch under a nearby tree overheard him. ‘You can’t swim in there, can you?’ one of them asked innocently.

Luke’s father waved his hand warningly. ‘No way. There are salties in there.’

‘Salties?’ The tourist didn’t understand.

‘Salt-water crocs. Big ones. A man was taken by one not long ago, right here at the causeway.’

‘How horrible.’

‘Up here you have to obey the rules. If you don’t, you’re in trouble.’

It took almost three hours for the water to slow to a standstill and start to reverse its flow. Then the level began to fall at last. Luke’s father grew more and more impatient until he said they couldn’t afford to wait any longer. The weather was hot and sultry. It was already late in the year for their move — November — and he wanted to get everything organised before the wet season started.

‘Okay,’ he called, ‘let’s give it a go. But we’ll have to be careful. There’s still a lot of water going over the causeway.’

They climbed aboard, Luke and his father in the Land Cruiser as before, and Kathy and her mother in the Range Rover.

‘You lead off,’ Mr Knott called. ‘Just take it gently. Keep the bow-wave rolling along steadily in front of you.’

‘That’s all very well,’ his wife called back. ‘What if we get a wet engine and stall when we’re out in the middle?’

He laughed. ‘Call for a helicopter.’

At first everything went well. Both vehicles ploughed forward strongly, fifty or sixty metres apart, with Kathy looking back at the trailer anxiously, because it tended to swing from side to side in the current. In spite of the difficulty, the Range Rover reached the far bank safely, and Mrs Knott pulled over to the side of the track while they waited for the Land Cruiser.

Mr Knott was following exactly to plan, but just as they reached the mid point of the crossing the backpacker came striding down the far bank and marched straight onto the causeway in front of them, without even pausing or looking ahead.

‘Dimwit!’ Mr Knott exclaimed angrily, swinging the wheel and bringing the Cruiser over to the left-hand side. He had to be very careful not to drive too close to the edge.

Although the causeway was only meant for one-lane traffic, there was enough room for the backpacker to pass, provided he was watchful. But as he drew level, something went wrong. Perhaps it was the Brahminy kite after all, appearing again just at that moment, that made him look up and miss his footing. Perhaps he simply slipped on the wet concrete. Perhaps the side of the Cruiser brushed him and made him lose his balance, or the surge of water swept him off his feet. Whatever the reason, he suddenly threw up his arms and cart-wheeled off the causeway.

Luke saw him from the corner of his eye and gave a loud yell. ‘Dad, Dad, stop! The walker’s gone into the river!’
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For a while it seemed certain that the backpacker would be drowned, or seized by a crocodile. If he had fallen on the downstream side that would certainly have happened, because he would have been carried away by the current and held down by the weight of his pack. He would never have made it to the surface again.

Luckily, he had tumbled over the upper edge and so the flow of water pushed him against the causeway and held him there. The water was not deep — two metres at most — so it was possible to see his blurred shape.

‘Quick, Dad,’ Luke yelled. ‘He’ll drown. He’ll drown.’

His father swung the Land Cruiser back to the centre of the causeway, stopped with a jolt, and leaped out. ‘Stay where you are,’ he shouted at Luke. ‘Don’t try to get out. You’ll be swept off your feet.’ He ran back, lifting his knees high and kicking showers of water forward like a horse in the shallows.

It only took him a second or two to find the spot where the walker was flailing about in the murk. Without pausing, he took a deep breath and jumped in beside him.

If Mr Knott had been a weaker man he might have been held down and drowned by the backpacker, who was groping and clutching wildly in his panic. But Mr Knott was enormously strong. Seizing the backpacker by the hips, he lifted him up bodily and pushed his head above the surface, where he coughed and wheezed, desperately drawing in great gulps of air. Then, still under water himself, Mr Knott carried him towards the bank, pack and all, forcing his way forward along the side of the causeway until the water was shallow enough for both of them to stand side by side with their heads clear. There they rested, regaining their breath, until Mr Knott was able to help the walker out of the river to a shady spot on the bank.

Mrs Knott and Kathy ran forward to help him shed his pack, and a couple of men from the tourist party came wading urgently across the causeway to see if they were needed. Mr Knott hurried back to the Land Cruiser and drove it up on dry land beside the Rover. Nobody was more relieved than Luke, who had been stranded out in the middle of the river while the whole drama was going on.

The backpacker sat for a while with his elbows on his knees and his head down, coughing and retching, but at last he was well enough to stand and pick up his pack. He turned to Luke’s father. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ he murmured. ‘You certainly saved my life. I would never have got out on my own.’

Mr Knott waved his thanks aside. ‘No worries,’ he said.

‘I don’t know how it happened. One minute I was walking across, as good as gold, and the next minute I was under the water.’ He shook his head in a bewildered sort of way. ‘I can’t understand it.’

‘The current is stronger than you think. It probably swept you off your feet.’

‘Yes. And there was that Brahminy kite …’
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